This is the initial submission. The final version will be made available from the journal website at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/Abstract This article assesses the use of social media in union communications based on an international survey with 149 unions affiliated with UNI Global Union. High expectations of union modernisation, leadership and pressures from members are likely to drive the agenda of social media within unions. However, the actual use of different channels is based on organisational variables such as membership base and participation in communities of practice. Beliefs about the anticipated benefits and risks of social media were not found to be influential in these early assessments. Implications for union communication strategies are discussed. is a dedicated social network for unionists by LabouStart (2011), and the UNI Global Communicators Forum (2011).
Introduction
The potential of information and communication technologies (ICT) to enhance trade union communications has generated global interest during recent decades. Since the emergence of the Internet, positive views highlight how online communications can become a force of change for unions (Lee 1997) , while critics point out that the Internet is not inherently beneficial to unions as it might result in fragmentation of the labour movement (Chaison 2005) . Empirical work has reported on strong beliefs among unionists about the benefits of ICT (Stevens and Greer 2005) . This great potential is also evidenced by international initiatives such as the UnionBook, which
Background: ICT in union communications
Different concepts have been deployed to examine the merge of ICT and unionism such as the eunion (Diamond and Freeman 2002) , e-voice (Stevens and Greer 2005) , e-collectivism , unions 2.0 (Panagiotopoulos 2012 ) and e-communications (Kerr and Waddington 2013) . These terms denote the transition from face-to-face interactions and printed media such as the union journal (Selvin 1963) to ICT-enabled forms.
One of most important motivations for the use of ICT is related to declining unionisation and loss of influence in traditional audiences of workers (Visser 2006; Slaughter 2007) . Unions are advised to act strategically in order to leverage resources and support engagement models that extend beyond traditional membership; possibly models empowered by ICT (Hyman 2007) . In this endeavour, creative modes of communication can help unions to frame and communicate their agenda beyond traditional boundaries (Lévesque and Murray 2010) . An important example of how traditional boundaries can be extended is the [2005] [2006] [2007] Your Rights at Work campaign organised by the Australian trade union movement against the conservative government's labour law WorkChoices (Wilson and Spies-Butcher 2011) . The campaign integrated online means with traditional community engagement activities (over 170,000 subscribers to e-mail updates, 6,000 online donations and presence in major online networking sites) (Muir 2010) .
More recently, online communications have been used for purposes such as membership engagement, reaching new audiences, promoting unions' positions, reducing costs, making union structures more responsive, organising collective action and strengthening transnational networking (e.g. Pulignano 2009; Whittall et al. 2009 ). Greene and Kirton (2003) specifically explore the potential to engage with "atypical" union members such as parttime, temporary or disabled workers. A more recent study of UNISON's virtual branches in the UK confirmed the importance of remote engagement for atypical members, although sustaining such initiatives requires considerable support and resources (Kerr, Waddington 2013) .
As Kerr and Waddington (2013) note, online communication initiatives usually come along debates of renewal in union structures and democratic processes. Hence, the Internet cannot only be treated as an add-on that is likely to enhance communications, but also as an element of union transformation. For example, generational aspects might arise within unions as communication departments and younger officials can be more enthusiastic to support new initiatives than union leaders (Martinez Lucio and Walker 2005) . These transformation processes are closely related to the historical and political traditions in which unions operate; such aspects have been elaborated on by Martinez Lucio (2003) , using the national case study of Spanish unions, and Carter et al. (2003) with the case of the Liverpool Dockers.
At the overview level, previous studies have examined the impact of ICT on union communications (mainly websites and emails) and assessed the extent to which union transformation has been taking place. and Fiorito and Bass (2002) associated the use of ICT with union performance outcomes. Findings were positive for union organising measures (e.g. annual change in union membership), while union characteristics and environmental variables were found to be strongly related to ICT use. Similarly, Greer's (2002) content analysis of USA union websites identified a focus on information provision about collective bargaining with limited opportunities for engagement. Increased leadership in the allocation of ICT resources and improved communication with the public were speculated to be important trends. Between 2001 , Stevens and Greer (2005 found that unions were rapidly increasing the amount of content offered on their websites while becoming more cautious about the exposure of critical information. Many of the functions of union websites assessed by these studies are now quite standard, even if unions might struggle to implement them or update information regularly. Ward and Lusoli (2003) identified considerable variance in how British trade unions were using the Internet. Developments were rather slow and members not always interested in online opportunities for engagement. Without strong leadership, initiatives were unlikely to take place. However, when ICT were seen as a resource with clear added value, they were treated more effectively. Diamond and Freeman's (2002) comparative study of how unions in the UK and the USA use the Internet identified great potential to improve services and attract members. Diamond and Freeman (2002) very importantly note that, if unions do not do not seize these opportunities, other Internet-based forms of organisation might offer services such as information on labour laws, salaries, job training, career advice or even conflict resolution.
Indeed, a few years on from this observation, the emergence of social media has led to reconsiderations about the proposition of unions on the web and even the nature of union membership itself. No only these services are offered by websites or other Internet-based organisations, but also via online networking between professionals on an ad hoc basis. Bryson et al. (2010) note that, unlike unions, online social networks such as Facebook managed to attract millions of active members in short times. Workers use social media and their networking features to voice concerns about issues of working life, connect with colleagues and organise their own activities. In fact, union members in the USA were found to be more intense users of ICT than non-members (Masters et al. 2010) . A study with Greek trade unions members in the banking sector showed that Internet experiences can explain to a large extent union members' attitudes towards online engagement (Panagiotopoulos 2012) . Traditional levels of union loyalty might even be secondary compared to familiarity with online means.
Overall, despite the availability and wide use of social media, current work has not assessed how unions use social media and the factors that affect such decisions. Furthermore, there is reason to believe that unions might have to rethink their web presence as membership organisations and networks of professionals. Guidelines for union campaigning and social media engagement underline the importance of audience awareness, informed channel selection, consistency and monitoring (White 2010; . Which unions are more likely to prioritise social media and with what objectives? For example, will unions move towards professional networks such as LinkedIn and Twitter, use photo and video sharing applications or attempt to retain communication in more closed environments (intranets, websites)? The paper focuses on two main questions: (1) how are unions using social media and (2) which dimensions affect unions' decisions to use new communication channels and build a social media active union.
Research methodology
This study is based on a survey completed by UNI Global Union affiliates in February/March 2012. As an international union federation, UNI Global brings together 900 unions in 140 countries and diverse sectors of the economy (e.g. finance, commerce, media, cleaning and tourism). UNI Global affiliates include the United Food & Commercial Workers International Union in the USA, the Finance Sector Union of Australia, as well as Prospect, UNISON, Unite, the Communication Workers' Union and organisations from the UK. UNI Global's prominent initiatives to promote the globalisation of the labour movement have been traditionally empowered by the use of global communication means such as websites, mailing lists and social media (Hogan et al. 2010) . Since 2007, influential in this effort has been the UNI Global's Communicators Forum (2011), which is an international community of practice 1 that encourages sharing of unionism experiences in the field of communications. Further to statistical analyses, the findings of the survey were extensively discussed by members of this community, which provided critical feedback and thoughts for further development.
Survey administration
An invitation to an online questionnaire was sent in February 2012 to all UNI Global affiliates, followed by a reminder a few weeks later (up to 870 valid invitations are estimated to have been delivered). Prior to the invitation, the questionnaire was pilot tested with a group of union communicators to ensure content validity and appropriate wording of questions. This stage led to several changes to ensure that respondents would be familiar with all questions included.
The questionnaire was accessed by 210 respondents with 149 full responses being usable for the analysis. The rest of those responses were either incomplete or duplicates from the same organisation. Respondents were explicitly instructed that the questionnaire had to be filled in only by the most appropriate person in each organisation. Incomplete responses mostly came from visitors who scanned the questionnaire and then decided to pass it on to a colleague for completion. Most of the survey respondents came from communications departments or press offices (31.9%), followed by international officers (29.8%), union organisers (8.5%), general secretary (8.5%) and others such as elected officials. The overall response rate was around 20%, which is typical for surveys with union officials (e.g. Hertenstein and Chaplan 2005) , as well as online surveys in general (Evans and Mathur 2005; Barrios et al. 2011 ).
The choice of UNI Global affiliates provided access to a population of unions that cover all geographical regions and service sectors of the economy. The approximately 870 unions invited to participate include organisations with wide range of density, membership base and resources; although an accurate statistical description of the population was not available, diversity in all organisational variables was reflected in the results (Section 4). Further to statistical analyses, the survey findings were extensively discussed with members of this community, which provided critical feedback and thoughts for further development.
Conceptual model based on Technology -Organisation -Environment
The use of new technologies by organisations is likely to be influenced by a variety of factors that extend beyond their expected financial or efficiency value (e.g. Teo et al. 2003) . The design of the survey used in this study was based on an adaptation of the Technology-Organisation-Environment (TOE) framework developed by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990) . TOE identifies technology, organisation and environment as the three broad dimensions that can affect decisions by organisations to adopt technological innovations. This exploratory framework has been widely used in studies of ICT adoption (e.g. Zhu et al. 2004; Mishra et al. 2007 ), particularly when the use of new technologies by organisations is shaped by different levels of context (e.g. organisation, industry, national).
The choice of TOE proposes the use of variables from these three layers of context and is directly motivated by previous studies which found strong relationships between the use of ICT and union organisational and environmental variables (Fiorito et al. 2000b; Fiorito et al. 2000a; 2002; Fiorito and Bass 2002; Greer 2002; Ward and Lusoli 2003; Stevens and Greer 2005) . Online communications are likely to be influenced by variables such as union size but might also have novel effects since, for example, the use of social media does not require investing in a fixed infrastructural cost (Fiorito et al. 2000b ). Furthermore, the choice of TOE allows introducing variables that: (1) can explain the reasons why a particular technology is desirable or not and (2) model environmental relationships between unions and other organisations or individuals (e.g. "if unions using social media are perceived as successful by their members").
Technological context relates to the characteristics of technology itself, for example, the anticipated benefits from using it. With regard to social media for unions, there are both expected benefits and risks. Potential benefits were identified from the literature and verified during the pilot phrase of the questionnaire (content validity). Nine statements were grouped in the construct Benefits and respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agree with them. The statements included beliefs about attracting new members, promoting the union's positions, reducing communication costs and others (see table 4 ). Benefits was modelled as a formative construct following recommendation from previous studies (Khalifa and Davidson 2006) . This is because the nine items selected represent distinct aspects of perceived benefits; hence they define and not reflect the variable. In terms of Risk, four statements were selected about how social media can expose the identity of members, bring negative publicity, damage the union's profile and help employers monitor the union's activities. Risk was treated as a reflective variable because these four statements might not capture all possible dimensions of risk, but are indicative of the general level of concern about the use of social media.
Organisational context includes variables that are specific to each organisation, for example, management structures, resources and size. In union communications, organisational variables have been consistently found to be significant, particularly leadership and resources Ward and Lusoli 2003; Stevens and Greer 2005) . Variables modelled the union's Age (how many years ago it was founded), number of people employed by the union (Staff), level of Density in the primary sector and how many workers the union represents (Members). Resource availability was modelled as a separate construct using four statements (see table 4 ). Another important variable here was leadership, which is a broader element of union democracy that can highly impact perceptions about a union's ability to communicate (Levi et al. 2009 ). Leadership was modelled using five statements asking respondents to indicate if the union leaders believe that social media are important and whether they have established particular goals and tasks for using them (see table 4 ).
Environmental context refers to the environment in which the organisation operates and shapes options about new technologies, for example, external stakeholders and professional associations. Studies of ICT adoption usually refer to such influences from the environment as institutional effects, which can outline the relevance of new technologies even independently of their particular features to some extent (Teo et al. 2003; Mignerat and Rivard 2009) . Institutional effects are deeply rooted in pressures faced by organisations to conform to acceptable practices and gain legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1991) 2 . Influences from the environment regarding social media in unions were expected to be significant. The variable labelled Institutional enablers was reflected from six items, which asked respondents to indicate the extent to which they agree that there are pressures from members to use social media, pressures from other unions that have been successful in using them and if unions are expected to use them in general (see table 4 ). Another influence examined separately was participation in Communities of Practice (CoP) where social media are a topic of interest (Participation in CoP).
The two dependent variables used to model union communications were labelled as Channels and Strategy. For Channels, respondents were asked to indicate which online communication channels their union was using from a range of different choices (e.g. Facebook groups, Twitter, blogs), including the option to indicate alternative ones. This range of options was added to form the formative variable Channels that represents the variety of channels used (see table 2 ). The second dependent variable Strategy was formed based on three statements to assess the extent to which respondents felt that their union was considering, was likely to or was expecting to become a social media active union within a year's time (see table 4 ). These three statements were adapted from a similar construct developed by Khalifa and Davidson (2006) and preferred over a single item construct. Figure 1 shows the conceptual model used for the survey design, which includes the variables for each of the three TOE dimensions, as well as two dependent variables for union communications.
. 
Survey findings
Unions from Europe were the majority of respondents with 44.3%. This was followed by Asia (16.1%), Africa (9.4%), North America (8.7%), Oceania (6.7%) and South America (5.4%). Most frequent countries of origin for respondents were Australia (7) Sweden (7), Malaysia (6), Switzerland (6), USA (6), Canada (5) and Finland (5). Most common sectors of representation for unions were (multiple answers possible): Finance (34.9%), Telecom (24.2%), Commerce (23.5%), Post/Logistics (22.8%), Cleaning/Security (20.8%), IT/Services (19.5%), Media, Entertainment & Arts (18.1%), Graphical/Packaging (12.7%) and Tourism (12.7%). Table 1 shows the profile of respondents in terms of people employed by the union, density rates, history and members. The survey sample includes a combination of unions with diverse Staff, Density and Members. About two thirds of the unions were founded over 20 years ago or earlier, which was mainly affected by unions from Europe. 
Communication channels and engagement audiences
Respondents were asked to indicate the channels that their union is using to interact with members apart from a website. A list of 14 options was provided, which started from email lists, intranets and then included social media options such as live streaming, virtual environments, microblogging and networking groups. Unions used a mean of 5 of those options with the maximum being 13 and the standard deviation 3. Table 2 shows that the most popular channel is email lists (94%) followed by Facebook groups (almost 70%). With the exceptions of virtual environments, UnionBook and streaming/podcasting, an important mass of users between 20% and 45% can be noted for the rest of the options. About 11% of respondents indicated that they have adopted additional tools, which included: online survey hosting systems, wikis, digital magazines, online collaboration platforms, the enterprise social network Yammer, social media management dashboards such as Hootsuite, online campaigning tools, as well as a range of general purpose social networks in local countries and languages. With regard to the audience of online communications, respondents identified union members (91.3%) and potential union members as important (54.4%). These were followed by union staff (51%), other unions (45.6%), media (44.3%), employers (43%), the general public (36.9%), government (20.1%) and other non-governmental organisations (16.1%). Table 3 shows that, as expected, websites are the most popular online source of information about unions (78.6%), but it is interesting to see that Facebook (12.2%), UnionBook (6.9%) and Twitter (2.3%) were also indicated as such. About 45% of the unions have a website for over 9 years, but almost 12% have no website at all. About 40% of union websites provide information in more than one language.
Two-tailed correlations show that earlier adopters of union websites have positive relationships with Staff and Members (both for p<0.05). Those who consider the website not to be the main source of information come from unions with less Members and Age (both for p<0.01). Unions that identify more groups as their main audience tend to use a wider variety of channels to reach them (p<0.01). Table 3 : Information about websites and sources.
Question Options Answers
How long has your organisation had a website?
Less than 1 years 3.5% 1 to 3 years 6.9% 3 to 5 years 11.1% 5 to 7 years 13.2% 7 to 9 years 8.3%
Over 9 years 45.1%
No website 11.8%
In how many languages is information on your website available? Table 4 shows items for composite constructs including their mean and standard deviation (all measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 "strongly disagree" to 5 "strongly agree"). Table 5 shows the validity measures for reflective constructs. Internal consistency was assessed through Cronbach's alpha, with values higher than 0.60 being acceptable for exploratory research (Straub et al. 2004) . For construct validity, a Principal Component Analysis with Varimax rotation 3 revealed that items ResourceAv4, Leadership1 and Leadership4 cross-loaded on different constructs above the cut-off value of 0.40. Hence, they were dropped from the analysis. Items Influence3 and Risk4 loaded on Institutional enablers and Risk slightly below 0.60 but were included in the analysis. The rest of the items loaded properly on intended constructs without cross-loadings (discriminant validity) and with Eigenvalues above 1 (convergent validity).
Dimensions of social media use
Respondents were quite supportive of the benefits of social media, the most important of which were identified as the potential to promote the unions' positions in society (Benefits2), approach younger members (Benefits3), improve communication with members outside office hours (Benefits7) and attract new members (Benefits1). In terms of Risk, respondents expressed mixed concerns about issues of identity exposure, ability of employers to monitor the union's activities and negative publicity.
Resource availability was the construct with the highest standard deviation as respondents had diverse opinions as to whether social media are considered a priority that draws sufficient resources in their union. On average, views were quite positive about these statements. The five constructs measuring Leadership provided interesting findings. While both communication departments (Leadership1) and union leaders believe social media are important (Leadership3), communications officers feel stronger about this statement. This comes along an apparent gap in leadership from theory to practice as not all leaders have established particular goals and tasks for using social media (Leadership5), no matter how supportive they might be. Similar to Resource availability, standard deviations for Leadership items were high. Table 4 : Items for constructs including descriptive statistics. All measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 "strongly disagree" to 5 "strongly agree". Those marked with *** were dropped from the analysis due to cross-loadings. Institutional enablers provided important results as well. Expectations for union modernisation (Enabler6), pressures from members (Enabler4) and general interest of the union movement (Enabler3) were all strongly supported by respondents. Pressures from other unions that have possibly benefited from social media are regarded as influential, but not to the same extent. Participation in CoP was medium among respondents with about one third stating that their organisation participates in networks or communities that have an interest in the use of social media. The most popular choice was the UNI Global Communicators Forum, followed by many other options such as the Labour New Media BootCamp and the TUC Communicators Network. Table 6 shows the correlations between the independent variables. Correlations are up to 0.50 in absolute values, which indicates that indeed they measure sufficiently distinct concepts (no high collinearity). There are certain anticipated strong correlations between variables that represent union characteristics, for example, the positive correlation between Staff and Members. Other correlations were less expected. Risk is positively correlated with Staff and Density which possibly shows that established unions in their primary sectors of representation might perceive higher risks from using social media. Institutional enablers have a strong positive relationship with Benefits and Leadership; the latter was also strongly correlated with Resource availability. 
Additional comments and feedback
Respondents were asked to provide additional comments about their experiences with online communications and social media. About 40 comments were received which mainly fit into four categories. First, many noted that: (1) the potential of social media for union modernisation cannot be ignored and (2) the impact of social media has been substantial on reducing geographical fragmentation and accelerating mobilisation efforts. Someone explicitly mentioned that being resistant to using social media is like "having doubts about the phone". Closely related was the second category of comments, which stated that generational aspects have a prominent effect both among union staff and members: younger people are much more enthusiastic about online forms of communication.
Third, respondents commented that one of the main issues that hinder the use of social media is openness of communication structures. Leaders are not eager to allow a large number of union employees to produce union information on a regular basis. Also, leaders might wrongly associate social media with older forms of communication or perceive social media as suitable only for leisure activities. This is closely linked with several concerns that personal contact in the workplace appears to be historically established in the union life and cannot be substituted. Privacy and exposure issues were also mentioned along with the need to demonstrate a careful attitude when using social media for any activity.
Finally, many comments were received about the need for support and possible ways forward. More support is required to understand the relevance of social media in union activities and adapt to the use of multiple channels. This is especially important for union campaigns that seek to reach a large number of people beyond the membership base. One respondent stated that the union's website should serve as the point of information for the general public with deeper relationships being established on social networking groups. Another area where need for support was identified was lack of ICT literacy, skills, resources and capacity to use social media. For example, concerns were expressed that social media might be time consuming since people will expect answers from the union on a "24/7" basis.
Discussion
Based on the paper's two main questions, the discussion focuses on how unions use social media (5.1) and then comments on the findings related to the dimensions of social media use (5.2). This is approached within the broader debate of union renewal and ICT. Motivated by the survey findings, two further themes are discussed about social media's effects on the role of unions as networks of professionals (5.3) and social movements (5.4).
Channel and audience diversity
The survey shows that, moving now beyond websites, the pursuit of more interactive communications seems to be a complicated task in progress in many unions internationally. The use of a wider variety of information channels with engagement features seem to suggest that top-down structures of communication could be more decentralised. Union websites do not only reach a small audience of mainly union members as Ward and Lusoli (2003) had found. According to the survey, union members, media, governments, employers, other organisations and the broader public have more opportunities to come across unions' positions and possibly engage with them. With unions trying to gain more members and influence in society, engagement might have to take place at multiple spaces and involve more audiences. In certain cases, the union website is not even regarded as the main point of information on the web (22% of survey respondents).
Therefore, unions that are able to navigate through different channels and audiences can raise much more effective support for their activities. An integrative communication strategy requires informed choices of using different channels so that activities remain relevant and consistent. The many available options contribute to plurality when sufficient commitment is demonstrated and the inherent features of tools are understood and exploited. For example, Pinnock (2005) discussed the usefulness of being able to downsize the union message before Twitter's widespread use proved how much can fit into its 140 characters per message. Unions that have a clear idea of how social media activities can happen are more likely to balance high expectations of responsiveness by their members. This is not always the case in practice as respondents to the survey were hesitant to agree that particular goals and tasks for using social media have been specified; even in unions with available resources where social media are prioritised.
Social media dimensions and union renewal
Over 10 years ago, Diamond and Freeman (2002) questioned whether unions were seizing the opportunity of new technologies. As union websites have become more standard, the availability of social media poses similar questions and remains closely related to aspects of union renewal (Martinez Lucio 2003; Kerr and Waddington 2013) . Overall, the uptake of Internet tools by unions participating in the study suggests that there might be improvements in engagement in some parts. Renewal through ICT might be taking place more rapidly in countries such as Brazil or Australia where social networking is growing rapidly and unions are seeking alternative ways to increase their influence. Unions in Europe, even if usually well-established and adequately resourced, do not always have the same urgency to promote new forms of engagement (as reflected in the survey and further comments received).
The desire of union communicators and leaders to engage in social media activities is much driven by beliefs that unions have to appear more interactive to the audiences with which they interact. Beliefs about the importance of social media do not necessarily translate to good practice. Mainly unions with a wider membership base, available staff and resources have more opportunities to participate in communities of practice, realise the relevance of social media and experiment with more channels. These findings clearly confirm earlier predictions that union communications on the web would be determined by size characteristics and the ability to allocate resources (Greer 2002; Ward and Lusoli 2003; Stevens and Greer 2005) . The anticipated benefits and risks of using social media are not in question but have limited effects in such decisions according to the relationships shown in the survey with the dependent variables.
Regardless of union size variables, it is not surprising to see that when social media are seen as a resource with clear value, they are treated more strategically by union leaders (Ward and Lusoli 2003) . Leadership defines the appropriateness of social media as an innovation and determines the mobilisation of necessary resources. The sooner union leaders define this relevance and guide developments the better unions will be able to act strategically. If union leaders are not as enthusiastic about or even explicitly hinder social media activities, other union officers might act entrepreneurially to promote initiatives even with a view to increase their own sphere of influence. While this has been predicted by previous studies (Ward and Lusoli 2003; Martinez Lucio and Walker 2005) , the opportunities for more flexible forms of communication now allow everyone to use social networking groups, Twitter or blogs for such purposes. As much as these means might permit distributed discourses and contribute to more polyphonic unions Carter et al. 2003) , they are also used to demand transparency and even challenge the decisions of union leaders.
Unions as networks of professionals
If social media are allowing more union officials and members to voice their concerns, are they making unions more inclusive? Social media certainly facilitate opportunities for the selforganising of workers as in many professions a great proportion of activity is now happening on the web. Barriers to online professional networking have been significantly lowered with sites such as LinkedIn and Facebook acting as professional networks. Blogging and microblogging applications provide the opportunity for real-time content around the whole range of professional issues. The survey shows low to medium uptake of networking tools such as LinkedIn (20.1%), blogging (29.5%) and microblogging (Twitter) (42.3%). The higher use of Facebook groups and pages (69.8%) shows that unions have embarked more on the social aspects of networking or are finding that this is what their audience is willing to support.
As a result, networking in the workplace and relevant discussions might be happening to a large extent in online spaces outside unions' visibility and control. Diamond and Freeman (2002) predicted the emergence of new Internet-based organisations that could replace unions' activities. In fact, these organisations seem to be online networks themselves which provide the infrastructure for ad hoc connectivity among professionals and multiple channels to raise concerns even bypassing traditional structures of representation. This suggests that unions have to rethink their role as facilitators of networking in the workplace and networks of professionals.
New models of unionism that incorporate some of the successful characteristics of social networks might seem unlikely at the moment (Bryson et al. 2010 ), but unions could identify spaces of professional networking and develop the capacity to use them as information sources about advancements in the workplace, sentiment of employees and further issues that might shape the union agenda. The capacity to listen, identify useful information and intervene does not necessarily require mobilisation of resources. Even compared to monitoring traditional media, there are useful tools that could facilitate establishing in-flow of information such as Twitter hashtags, email alerts, RSS feeds and social media dashboards. Despite their importance, these aspects of networking and monitoring were very little mentioned in the survey and further comments.
Unions as social movements
Further to connecting professionals, social media can have a key effect on mobilising people around union campaigns. So far, citizen movements in the UK, Spain and Greece and other European countries have demonstrated the power of social media as an organising tool for networked individuals who express disagreement about radically changing conditions in their working life (Theocharis 2011) . Many of these citizen movements directly evolve around the European solidarity narrative, which can be the central space for trade unions to mobilise their members. The Occupy movement, initiating from the USA, was rapidly expanded with support from transnational advocacy networks including trade unions. Its key messages were centred on social inequality and unfairness in the distribution of global wealth ("we are the 99 %").
Given the fact that social injustice is one of the most important triggers of union mobilisation (Kelly 1998) , it is important to consider how social media can enable unions to function as social movements specifically in Britain and countries of the Eurozone. Through online networking, the main narratives of solidarity in times of austerity can become viral, more easily understood and shared by the general public. For example, the campaigns "I am not a number" by Prospect (2013) and a million voices by UNISON (2011) promote stories of real people whose personal and working lives are negatively influenced by cuts in public sector budgets. Their message can help the public realise that austerity measures, being implemented all over Europe, have a direct impact on workers and form the difficult reality behind financial measures and political agendas. These campaigns enable engagement with an active and networked audience that might not have a formal relationship with the union, but supports its causes by sharing key messages with their own networks. In this context, interacting with union information takes place with small actions such as "like", "retweet" or the broadcasting of users' own content.
Concluding remarks
Drawing on the findings of an international survey with UNI Global affiliates, this study assessed how unions are using social media and associated their use with technological, organisational and environmental variables. The study cannot offer conclusive statements in a rapidly changing technological context, but in line with previous studies in the area, it shows how leadership, resources, union characteristics and beliefs about the importance of social media drive decisions to use them (Diamond and Freeman 2002; Greer 2002; Ward and Lusoli 2003; Stevens and Greer 2005) . The survey shows interesting trends in how new information sharing and networking channels are contributing towards social media active unions which attempt to engage with diverse audiences.
The 149 unions, whose responses were used in the survey analysis, have diverse characteristics and information needs. In addition to sample diversity, this exploratory work requires further limitations to be acknowledged. First, the choice of an online survey attracted respondents from unions where interest in online communications and social media is likely to be high. Since the study does not aim to statistically generalise to the whole population of UNI Global affiliates or beyond, response bias has to be seen in terms of how it affects the exploration of relations between the variables. The profile and origin of unions that participated in the study (section 4.1) shows that there was diversity in density, membership base, sectors of representation, staff employed by the union and country of origin. Possible bias could mainly come from the language of origin with unions outside Europe or English-speaking countries being less likely to complete a questionnaire in English (Harzing 2006) .
Second, as note, there is always difficulty in measuring and isolating the effects and use of ICT. The reliability of constructs used here serves the purpose of an exploratory work but might require changes before a similar study could be replicated. Third, the survey did not assess how the different channels are used by unions in detail. Social media cannot be treated as a single entity or sets of practices with interchangeable properties. The types of interactions which they enable or enhance explain many of the decisions to use them. Despite the plethora of examples in the comments and feedback received, it was a choice not to extend the questionnaire in this direction.
Future work can certainly elaborate on these aspects and examine how different tools change union interactions with members (e.g. industrial disputes, law advice and employment) and when, where and with whom social media can be used to engage. For example, social media in the workplace, in the context of union activities and beyond, have important implications that merit attention (Panagiotopoulos 2012; Bucher et al. 2012) . The blurring of work-life boundaries is already an issue that creates tensions in employment relations and has triggered extensive research (e.g. Boswell and Olson-Buchanan 2007; Fonner and Stache 2012) . If union interactions become more ubiquitous due to the use of social media, how to plan and manage these transitions has to be addressed. Technology itself poses some open issues here with the use of mobile devices (smartphones, tablet computers) being only briefly mentioned in the survey, but rapidly adopted by union members and young professionals who are likely to join unions.
